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Abstract
Addressing  the controversial question of the nature of poetic language, the paper seeks to prove, with the 
help of stylistics,  that the language of poetry is not just a tool that can be discussed in isolation from the poetry 
which language is said to convey. It rather turns into the poem itself so that it becomes impossible to separate the 
poem from its language. The paper concludes that the poetic language used by the poet  creates a linguistic reality 
that exists on its own in language just as the physical reality it describes exists on its own.  
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The study addresses a controversial issue regarding the nature of poetry as fundamentally an art of 
language. It is the language of poetry. The controversy over this issue focuses on attempts to find an answer to the 
following question: 
Is language the tool of poetry? and can therefore be there cognitively a possible separation between poetry 
and its tool? Or is poetry, in essence, the same as language so that  you cannot separate the one from the other, and 
thus, there is no meaning outside of the scope of poetic patterning of language? 
      The study takes the second part of the question as a point of departure and adopts it as a theory on the 
basis of which the analysis of the chosen line is made through applying linguistic and stylistic means and methods. 
The researcher concludes that the  poetic language used by the poet does not simply describe or depict whatever 
meaning he intends to convey, but rather he makes the language he uses perform or enact that meaning. The poet is 
able to turn his  imaginative capabilities into linguistic and stylistic tools by which he creates a reality that stands 
on its own in language, a reality that is independent from the reality it is supposed to reflect; a virtual reality, so to 
speak, that  exists in language rather than the physical reality outside of language. And the language of poetry that 
has created such a reality is able to turn the movements of the horse, which are in the physical reality two 
contrasted and, in direction, opposed movements, into one movement in the virtual, poetic reality created by the 
poet. It is this particular aim of the poet that determined his morphological and grammatical choices for the verbal 
behavior which he intended for his poetic language to behave.
  The study attempts to apply some linguistic criteria of poetic excellence to a line of verse by the well-
known pre-Islamic Arab poet Imr al-Qais (died c.500) to prove the premises of a theory of poetic language based 
on the second part of the abovementioned question, by means of  putting these premises to the test through a 
linguistic, stylistic analysis of the line.   
Here is the line in transliteration, phonemic transcription, and translation respectively:
1. Mikar-rim,  mifar-rim,  muqbilim,  mudbirim,  ma'an; 
kajulmudi ৢakhrin তa৬৬ahus saylu min ‘ali.
2. /miker-rim mifer-rim  muqbilim mudbirim me’en
kedݤelmu:di sehrin hat-tahus seilu min eli/
3. Charging, fleet-fleeing, headforemost,  headlong, all together;          
the match of a rugged boulder hurled from on high by the torrent. 
(Imr al-Qais, 1966, 52.)
I have chosen this translation by Arthur John Arberry (1957, 64) because it catches not only the 
meaning of the line but also its linguistic structure and patterning. The meaning of this line is simply this: 
that the two apparently different and, in direction, opposed movements of the horse (In the original poem, 
this line occurs as the second one in a verse passage of eleven lines in which the poet describes his horse.)
are so swift as to be perceived as one movement; it is like the movement of a boulder drifted from on 
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high by the torrent. This meaning is clearly and simply brought out by the simile. But that is not the whole 
of the matter, for the simile works only at the semantic level: it shows that the two movements of the 
horse and of the boulder are alike and are meant to be perceived or imagined as one movement, and the 
reader can understand the image through the comparison. By the simile alone, the reader is not shown 
how.
The line, as a verbal structure, creates as it goes a structure of meaning and it so patterns that 
structure as to make the image not only convey or present its topic but also enact it. This is carried out in
the first hemistich even before the poet introduces his image by the simile in the second hemistich. This 
means that it is in fact not through the use of simile only does the poet present his meaning, but rather he 
does so by manipulating some linguistic devices through which the poet makes his language work at its 
most elemental (and hence creative) levels of functioning. This verbal structure, which is the subject of 
the present analysis, is therefore not the whole line, but only the first hemistich.
The question is, how does this verbal structure carry out this verbal function? The purpose of this 
paper is to answer this question, calling to its aid the criterion of the poetic function put forward by 
Roman Jacobson. “What is the empirical criterion of the poetic function?” asks Jacobson (1960, 358). To 
answer this question, he draws attention to “the two basic modes of arrangement used in verbal behavior, 
selection and combination.” Jacobson proceeds to define this process:
The selection is produced on the base of equivalence, similarity and dissimilarity, 
synonymy and antonomy, while the combination, the build-up of the sequence, is based on 
contiguity. The poetic function projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection 
into the axis of combination. Equivalence is promoted to the constitutive device of the sequence. 
In poetry, one syllable is equalized with any other syllable of the same sequence; word stress is 
assumed to equal word stress, as unstress equals unstress; prosodic long is matched with long, 
and short with short; word boundary equals word boundary, no boundary equals no boundary; 
syntactic pause equals syntactic pause; no pause equals no pause. Syllables are converted into 
units of measure, and so are morae or stresses. (Ibid.)
This is precisely what Imr al-Qais does in his line so as to convey his verbal message in a poetic 
form, and he achieves this at various levels. These levels, according to which the present analysis will be 
conducted, are mainly morphology, syntax and phonology.
One way of achieving this effect is by presenting the two different movements of the horse as 
similar movements through creating perfect morphological correspondence among the linguistic units of 
the line. The words are morphologically structured primarily on the Jacobson principle of equivalence 
projected from the axis of selection into the axis of combination. The unit mikar-rim,  mifar-rim
(charging, fleet-fleeing) consists of two trisyllabic words, each corresponding with the other in the 
number of consonants (5 in each word)as well as vowels (3 in each one). The two words are so structured, 
that is, selected then combined, as to have a symmetrical morphological make-up; not only do they 
correspond in the number of letters and sounds, but also in the arrangement of the consonants in relation 
to the vowels; the words echo each other and are alike in everything except for the initial letter in both of 
the nucleus syllables (k & f ), a difference which makes the two words antonyms in meaning. It should be 
noted that the two words are chosen by the poet as two different referents, but, while the morphological 
differences between two words different in meaning are, normally, more than the similarities (as, for 
example, in the words “charging” and “fleet-fleeing,” the English equivalents of the two words of this 
unit), the morphological difference here is only of one letter (k to f ).
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The second unit of the same hemistich, muqbilim, mudbirim (head-foremost, headlong) is of a 
similar morphological make-up. Two letters are now different, the final consonant of the first syllable (g
to d) and the initial consonant of the final syllable (l to r). The difference this time is in two letters in each 
word, significantly occurring in the first and third syllables respectively, thus enveloping the nucleus 
syllable (bi) in both words. The difference now is a variation of the difference in the first unit. As there is 
a symmetrical morphological correspondence between the words in each unit, the morphological 
symmetry between the two units is two-fold. 
This close symmetrical correspondence is also syntactic. The words in both units are all present 
participles functioning as post-modifiers to the subject, the horse. This close syntactic correspondence in 
the identical structure of the four words is particularly significant when we realize that each two 
neighbouring  are contrasted only in reference, and that each of the words in one unit is considerably close 
in reference to its peer in the other unit. And this syntactic correspondence is another (and different) 
element of similarity in the pattern, while the element of contrast (antonymic) is still, and always will be, 
one: that of reference. The subtlety of the line, its splendour and the effectiveness of the way it presents its 
topic, all lie in the fact that each pair, in reference and association, represents two opposite, contrasted 
movements of the horse, which is the only element of contrast. On the other hand, many elements of 
similarity are worked out at the levels so far explained.
These elements of identity and contrast are what forms the very important feature of poetic 
language, that is, parallelism. “Any form of parallelism,” Jacobson (1960, 423)  points out, “is an 
apportionment of invariants and variables.” Parallelism is accordingly quite different from mechanical 
repetition, and the difference is essential. The patterned structures may seem to be mere repetitions. They 
are not. The fact that  the whole pattern consists of four single-word predicates (to an elliptical subject), 
morphologically and syntactically identical, reinforces, so far at these levels, what the poet is describing. 
Where the language allows for a choice from a variety of structures, the poet insists on an exact repetition. 
In limiting himself to the same option, the poet is creating many elements of identity within only one 
element of contrast.
The syntactic, parallelistic pattern of the first hemistich lies in the poet’s choice of four identical 
structures as participial post-modifiers, one immediately following the other without the use of possible 
conjunctions (“and,” “but,” “or” etc.). The lack of a conjunction within the first unit parallels the lack of 
one in the second unit. With this functional absence of conjunctions, whether it be between the two units 
or between each of the two words in each unit, the two words are thus syntactically bound together so as 
to create, when red together, the illusion not only of a succession of similar movements but also of one 
movement of successive, repeated jerks. The movements which are meant (only referentially) to be two 
are thus bound by a syntactic gesture and are made to be perceived as one. It is this particular aim of the 
poet that determines his lexical and grammatical choices to create such a pattern. Parallelism as (to use 
Geoffrey Leech’s term) “foregrounded regularity” (Leech, 1969, 65) becomes the poet’s means of 
building a pattern through which to mimic (and to enact at the same time) the identical movements in each 
of the words as they go hand in hand. If we altered this structure (e.g., by adding a conjunction—the poet 
certainly had these choices at hand), the pattern would be considerably weaker, and this particular effect 
would be demolished.
The phonological level is perhaps the most important level at which the language of poetry 
works and is manipulated, as poetry (or at least the kind of poetry found in the line presently discussed) is 
above all the utmost exploitation of the sound potentialities of the language. We have seen how the poet's 
morphological and syntactical choices make him achieve his aim of establishing the similarity between 
two supposedly dissimilar movements. But the two levels work together and simultaneously, and are so 
interrelated and interdependent as to create the effect (at once perceived) that the two movements are one 
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and the same. The two levels are even more effectively brought together at the phonological level. (It goes 
without saying that the three levels are only dealt with separately for the purposes of analysis).
At the phonological level, many relations of equivalence are created between the two words of 
each pair. They can be analysed as a pattern of similar structures at various phonological levels. The 
following diagram shows how the two words in each of the two pairs are so phonologically patterned as to 
be identical on as many as six layers. (The reader is required to compare the two words in each pair at one 
time, and the two pairs with one another at other time ): 
Table 1. Patterns of phonological correspondence
1. miKARrim miFARrim MUQbilim MUDbirim                  (Stress pattern)
2. cv-cvc-cvc  cv-cvc-cvc  cvc-cv-cvc  cvc-cv-cvc                 (Syllabic structure)   
3. Mikarrim Mifarrim Muqbilim Mudbirim                          (Alliterative pattern) 
4. mikarriM mifarriM muqbiliM mudbiriM                            (Rhyme pattern)
5.   MIKarrim…………. MUQbilim………….                          (Assonance pattern) 
        mikarRIM mifarRIM
6. miKARrim miFARrim MUQbilim MUDbirim                    (Consonance pattern)
    ………………………..muqbiLIM mudbiRIM                
It is worthwhile pointing out how these patterns of similarity work to enact the poet's meaning. 
The stress pattern (1) in the table shows a corresponding organization of the stressed syllables within 
each unit as well as between the two units. Stress falls on the second syllable of each of the words in the 
first pair. But when it shifts to the first syllable in the first word of the second pair, a corresponding shift 
occurs in the second word, and thus stress falls on the first syllable of both words.
The syllable structure (2) symbolises the sequence of sounds (phonemes) identified simply as 
consonants (c) and vowels (v). This, again, shows the identical arrangement of the syllables as well as the 
vowel/consonant arrangement in the words.
The alliterative pattern (3) creates a relation of equivalence between the two words in each pair. 
This is a phonological foregrounding or "chiming" which is , as defined by William Empson (1947, 12), 
"the device of connecting two words by similarity of sound so that you are made to think of their possible 
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connections.” The phonological bond between mikarrim and mifarrim is made striking by the fact that, 
as we have seen, the words are grammatically paired but are referentially contrasted. The reinforcing 
connection between the two words is two-fold: referential contrast and phonological similarity. The 
former is of course not unimportant, as the poet is describing two different movements; but the latter is a 
parallelistic bond which through the poetic device of paronomasia, creates the sense that the two different 
movements are actually the same.
The last two patterns show other layers of phonological correspondence as represented by the 
capitalised units of sound. With all the patterns taken together, this parallelism urges a connection 
between each two words in such a way as to turn difference into similarity. Sound is a device of 
persuasion: the two movements become identical.
            We have so far seen how one part of the poet's topic is presented at these three levels: that the two 
different movements of the horse are to be perceived as one. But the other part, which is the swiftness of 
the two movements, goes together, and is in keeping with, the former part. They are interrelated: it is only 
because of the swiftness of the two movements that they appear to be identical. The poet again achieves 
this at both the syntactic and, on a layers scale, the phonological levels.
Syntactically the poet's choices are determined by this other part of his topic: the swiftness of the 
movements. Each of the two words in both pairs are verbal adjectives, which means that though these 
words occur in a "nominal" sentence (in the original, a nominal sentence has no verb), they, however, 
imply action and they function in somehow the same way as verbs do. Furthermore, these forms, 
particularly the first pair, are, in the original, forms of "exaggeration" and "emphasis." This means that 
the action they carry and imply is exaggerated and emphasised in the sense that it is a repeated action. It 
is this sense of repetition that accounts for the swiftness of this action and, consequently, of the two 
movements of the horse described in the line. 
The absence of conjunctions is another syntactic choice determined by the poet's attempt to 
convey this swiftness. These successive actions are shown to be so swift as to allow no break, or lapse of 
time, between each other. Thus, the movement (the two movements should now be taken as one) is so 
syntactically patterned and conveyed that its series of successive actions is as swiftly enacted as it is 
succinctly expressed. 
But the presentation of the swiftness of the movement is most subtly achieved at the 
phonological level. Economy of effort is achieved through assimilation. The final sound in each of the 
four words, if each one is read alone, is the /n/ sound. Out of context, and when read singly, the words 
read: mikarrin, mifarrin, muqbilin, mudbirin. But these final sounds, followed by initial /m/ sounds, are 
assimilated into /m/ sounds, and thus read: mikarrim, mifarrim… etc. Furthermore, this rhyming sound, 
being also an alliterative sound, is thus doubled and repeated so as to create, together with the /r/ sound 
twice doubled in the first two words, a highly euphonious effect so that, when the line is read, the 
swiftness (and the sense of motion and action) of the line is presented in the reading. Enacted by the short 
vowel sounds (significantly, the vowel sounds are all short), they all work together to quicken its pace.
Stress also plays its part in hastening the pace of HA (hereafter used to refer to the first 
hemistich, and HB for the second hemistich). The shift of the stress in the second unit, from falling on the 
second syllable to falling on the first, brings about a sudden change in the flow of its rhythm to create the 
sense of a forward-pushing movement. Further, this shift, which transfers the stress from being in the 
third foot to being a second stress in the second foot (on its final syllable) causes the emergence of a fifth 
stress, unusual in the metre (called "taweel" metre in the original, which is used in the line and is the 
dominant metre of the whole poem), which falls on the last syllable but one of the fourth (last) foot of 
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HA. This makes one of the feet (the second one) acquire, unlike the other feet, a second stress. It is this 
important variation of rhythm which creates the sense already referred to, and which accounts for the 
swiftness of rhythm in HA to match the swiftness of the movement it describes.
Quantity, like stress, plays an equal (if not a more important) part in the rhythmic structure of 
Arabic poetry. The quick pace or rhythm of HA appears to be due to the fact that the vowel sounds are all 
short. Compared with HB, HA appears to be much quicker in pace. Though the vowel sounds in both are 
the same in number (14 in each one), yet three of the vowel sounds in HB are long, one being a 
diphthong. This reinforces the quantity effect by further slowing the pace of HB and hastening that of 
HA. Another quantity effect lies in the number of consonants in HA as compared with HB. Though the 
number of syllables in both is the same (consequently the feet and the metre are alike), the number of 
consonants in HA amounts to 23 , whereas in HB they are only 20. Compared with HB where the vowel 
sounds, syllables, feet and the metre (but not the rhythm) are all the same as in HA, the latter contains 
more consonants. Regardless of all of these similarities, and taking this particular difference into 
consideration, the rhythm of HA is considerably quicker than that of HB. A simple explanation of this is 
that the poet, having presented his topic by mimicking it verbally and rhythmically (i.e., phonologically ) 
in HA, is no longer in need to do so in HB, where he uses a simile (a device of meaning) to compare the 
movement of the horse to that of a boulder.
It is interesting to notice here a phonological phenomenon in the Arabic language (as in many 
other languages) which the pre-Islamic poet used to serve his purposes. It is stress that occurs over 
consonants. It is indicated in the line under discussion by the repeated (r) in the first pair of the first unit 
( mikarrim mifarrim ). This phenomenon, in essence, is a consonant sound that is repeated once or an 
unspecific number of times so as to produce motion in stillness. The important thing here is that the 
stressed (i.e., repeated) /r/ sound in these words—this /r/ is clearly rolling here—results in motion and 
thus adds to the feeling of fastness created in these words.  
It is concluded that the poetic function of the language in this line of verse is done through 
making the symmetrical, metonymic, antonymic, parallelistic verbal and rhythmic structures of this 
language mimic and enact, rather than describe, the physical event it conveys. In the actual reality of that 
physical event, the two movements cannot be one movement, but this is only possible in the imaginative, 
poetic —virtual— reality created by the language by verbally performing that very event. The language 
of poetry, then, can be elevated up to so high levels of performance in poetry as to turn into a verbal 
substitute for the reality it chooses to convey. 
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